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ABSTRACT 
 
The aim of this study is to examine the relationships between physical exercise, 
general self-efficacy and life satisfaction. Research participants are 2079 
adolescents from the city of Malaga (Spain), aged between 14 and 17 years 
(M=15.62; ST= .95). It is a cross-sectional study, in which surveys are used to 
collect data. The instruments include a questionnaire about sociodemographic 
variables and physical exercise, the General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE) and the 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). Results show that people who are physically 
active have higher levels of general self-efficacy and life satisfaction and that there 
is a positive relationship between these constructs. Also, there are significant 
differences in the perception of self-efficacy depending on the frequency of 
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physical exercise per week and the social context in which the exercise is carried 
out.  
  
KEYWORDS: physical activity, adolescence, general self-efficacy, life satisfaction 
 
RESUMEN 
 
El propósito de este trabajo es examinar las relaciones entre práctica física, 
autoeficacia general y satisfacción con la vida. Participan en la investigación 2.079 
adolescentes de la ciudad de Málaga (España), en edades comprendidas entre los 
14 y 17 años (M=15,62; DT= 0,95). Se trata de un estudio transversal en el que se 
usa la encuesta como método para recoger los datos. Los instrumentos utilizados 
son un cuestionario de tipo sociodemográfico y sobre la práctica física realizada, la 
Escala de Autoeficacia General (EAG) y la Escala de Satisfacción con la Vida 
(SWLS). Los resultados indican que las personas activas tienen mayores niveles 
de autoeficacia general y satisfacción con la vida, y que existe una relación 
positiva entre estos constructos. Además, hay diferencias significativas en la 
percepción de autoeficacia en función de la frecuencia de práctica semanal y el 
contexto social en el que la desarrollan. 
 
PALABRAS CLAVE: Actividad física, adolescencia, autoeficacia general, 
satisfacción vital. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In psychological well-being research, the choice of variables with a positive 
leaning, leaving aside such others as depression, anxiety or neurosis, has become 
widespread in recent years (Laca, Verdugo and Guzmán, 2005; García, Matute, 
Tifner, Gallizo and Gil-Lacruz, 2007; Arruza et al., 2008; Oliva et al., 2010).  Reina, 
Oliva and Parra (2010) highlight self-efficacy or life satisfaction as some of the 
most relevant constructs, especially at adolescence.  During this period, a great 
deal of learning and changes take place, some of which can seriously affect 
people’s health and be detrimental to their proper development. (Kimmel and 
Weiner, 1998; Alvariñas, 2004; Buhring, Oliva and Bravo, 2009). 
 
The Self-efficacy Theory stems from the Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1977, 
1982), and brings to light the essential role that cognitive factors play in configuring 
each individual's conduct.  Bandura (1986) defines self-efficacy as the judgements 
that each individual holds on his own competences, and regards them as essential 
to the organization and execution of his actions. He also argues that these 
perceptions rule the use of personal skills, because they work independently and 
heighten the necessary confidence to put those skills into use. Further more, he 
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explains that self-efficacy is developed through a complex process of factors, like 
enactive attainment, vicarious experience, social persuasion and physiological 
states (Weinberg y Stockham, 2000; Álvarez y Villamarín, 2004; Prieto, 2007). 
 
Perceived self-efficacy gives individuals greater stimulus to face situations they 
have to cope with, putting more effort and persistence on those highly complex. It 
also makes people tackle those challenges they are confident to master, whereas 
those they do not feel they can successfully handle are bypassed. (Bandura, 
1997). Although some opinions find this construct more useful in specific situations, 
(González and Tourón, 1992), several authors argue that a general perception of 
self-efficacy can be a valid measure to assess competences at large (Schwarzer, 
1992; Schwarzer and Jerusalem, 1995; Sanjuán, Pérez and Bermúdez, 2000; 
Luszczynska, Scholz and Schwarzer, 2005; González and Landero, 2008). 
 
Decisions taken throughout life depend, partly, on the ability to face successive 
challenges along the way and to adapt to new situations. That is why, when we 
decide to take up or to stick to a particular conduct, as for instance a specific kind 
of physical activity, self-efficacy plays an essential role (Ortega, 2005; Prieto, 
2007). However, self-efficacy has a developmental nature. That is, it can change 
depending on everyone's experience and his interaction with the environment. As a 
matter of fact, an initial low level of self-efficacy can improve, if the individual finds 
himself in the right context and the results are satisfactory (González and Valdez, 
2004).  
 
Life satisfaction is the cognitive component of quality of life (Arita, 2005),  by 
means of which individuals assess what they like of their existence  (Veenhoven, 
1994). It is based on personal opinions which compare current circumstances with 
desirable ones, by means of assessing priorities, tastes, job satisfaction, healthy 
states, relationships, abilities, etc. (Diener, Emmons, Larsen and Griffin, 1985; 
Pavot and Diener, 1993; García and González, 2000; Laca et al., 2005). It is a 
conscious judgement associated, among other factors, with the ability to face both 
circumstantial or everyday situations (Moreno, Muñoz, Pérez and Sánchez, 2005).  
On the other hand, Nuñez, Martín-Albo and Domínguez (2010) point out that they 
are key components to raise that perception, to adequately satisfy basic 
psychological needs like personal autonomy, perceived competence or 
interpersonal relationships. 
 
Several studies have identified those positive correlations between self-efficacy 
and life satisfaction (Klein-Hessling, Lohaus y Ball, 2005; Khan y Husain, 2010). 
Personal characteristics are essential to foresee the level of subjective well-being, 
and self-efficacy is one of the most influential ingredients on people's thoughts and 
feelings  (Bandura, 1992; Van Heck, 1997; DeNeve and Cooper, 1998). Among 
other factors, the way we face stressing events and the feeling of control that we 
apply to every situation are fundamental for the adequate psychosocial conduct of 
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individuals, as much in adult age as in adolescence (Chang, 1998; Grey, Boland, 
Sullivan-Bolyai and Tamborlane, 1998; Kohler, Fish and Greene, 2002; Wu, Tang 
and Kwok, 2004).  
 
It is remarkable the wide and varied research work devoted to the repercussion of 
physical activity on psychological well-being, affecting a large number of factors  
(Salmon, 2001; Macone, Baldari, Zelli y Guidetti, 2006; Infante y Zulaica, 2008). 
Some studies have brought to light the influence of physical activity on the degree 
of both specific and general self-efficacy, at adolescence as much as other stages 
of life and other kinds of population  (Holloway, Beuter and Duda, 1988; Kimiecik, 
Horn and Shurin, 1996; Ortega, 2005; Olivari and Urra, 2007) and life satisfaction 
too (Menec, 2003; McAuley et al., 2006; Stubbe, Moor, Boomsma and Geus, 2007; 
Castillo and Molina-García, 2009).  
 
The aim of this study is to ascertain the links between physical activity and general 
self-efficacy and life satisfaction constructs, as well as the connections between 
both psychological measures. The hypothesis of this piece of research are: a) 
adolescents who do sport activity have a better perception of self-efficacy and life 
satisfaction, b) the value of the perception of efficacy varies depending on the 
social context where it is carried out, and c) there is a positive relationship between 
self-efficacy and life satisfaction. 
 
MATERIAL AND METHOD  
 
Sample 
 
A total of 2079 adolescents from Malaga (Spain) took part in the study, 46.6% boys 
(n=969) and 53.4% girls (n=1110). They studied 3rd and 4th year compulsory 
secondary school and 1st year bachillerato, and ages ranged between 14 and 17 
years (M=15.62; DT= 0.95). The sample was collected at random from the whole of 
all teenagers enrolled in those school years in Malaga city, by means of multistage, 
stratified, cluster sampling (Ramos, Catena and Trujillo, 2004). First stage units 
were schools, second stage units, classes, and third stage units, pupils. The 
margin of error for the whole sample, applying the finite population formula and 
assuming a hypothesis of maximum population variance (p=q=50) was 2.14% to a 
reliable level of 95%.  
 
Instrument 
 
Several questionnaires were used for data collation, comprising information on 
socio-demographic aspects, physical activity, social context where it was carried 
out, and degree of self-efficacy and life satisfaction.   
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Perceived personal efficacy was measured through the Generalized Self-Efficacy 
Scale (GSE) by Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1995), that is, the Spanish version 
developed by  Baessler and Schwarzer (1996). It comprises 10 items (e.g. I can 
achieve what I want regardless of anyone's opposition) and measures the stable 
feeling of competence to deal with different situations. It has been used several 
times on Spanish populations and its psychometric properties are adequate (Martín 
et al., 2002). Sanjuan et al. (2000) obtained an internal consistency of 0.87 
(Cronbach Alpha, 1951) and a split-half correlation of 0.88 (Spearman-Brown). 
Answers were given on a Likert scale of four possibilities, from strongly disagree 
(score 1) to strongly agree (score 4). 
 
Life satisfaction was measured through the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS, 
Diener et al., 1985), which comprises 5 items (e. g. I am satisfied with my life). In 
the original study, which was carried out on an undergraduate population, it 
reached a good internal consistency (α= 0,87) and a high test-retest coefficient 
correlation (r= 0,82). Participants were given a Likert scale with 4 possible 
answers, from strongly disagree (score 1) to strongly agree (score 4). This scale 
has had its Spanish adapted and validated counterpart with teenage population 
(Atienza, Pons, Balaguer and García-Merita, 2000). Some studies have been 
carried out on Spanish population, revealing good properties to measure the 
construct (Tarazona, 2005; Martínez, Buelga and Cava, 2007; Nuñez et al., 2010).  
 
Procedure 
 
This research work applied a correlational, cross-cutting, non-experimental method 
(Salkind, 1999; Ramos et al., 2004). A survey was the tool to collect data, and it 
was carried out on the school premises after the required permits were obtained. 
Questionnaires were self-administered, but they were thoroughly explained before 
hand and researchers were present all along to solve any possible questions. They 
were filled out in the classroom in about 30 minutes. A total of 2237 questionnaires 
were collected, out of which 2079 were properly completed for good use. 
 
Analysis of data 
 
Inferential and descriptive analysis were made and the following techniques were 
used: t-student, Pearson correlation and one-factor ANOVA. The SPSS 15.0 pack 
was used.  
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RESULTS 
 
Descriptive analysis and reliability of the instruments 
 
Table 1 gives the descriptive data of each item in the GSE and SWLS scales and 
their respective totals. Reliability analysis revealed adequate internal consistency 
for GSE (α= 0,86) and SWLS (α= 0,82) scales. 
 
Table 1. Descriptive data (GSE and SWLS) 
 M SD Skewness Kurtosis 
GSE 1 3.04 0.73 -0.53 0.26 
GSE 2 3.24 0.66 -0.63 0.69 
GSE 3 2.95 0.75 -0.35 -0.17 
GSE 4 2.94 0.7 -0.29 -0.05 
GSE 5 2.95 0.71 -0.37 0.13 
GSE 6 2.7 0.76 -0.15 -0.34 
GSE 7 2.78 0.71 -0.21 -0.1 
GSE 8 3.12 0.65 -0.51 0.75 
GSE 9 2.9 0.69 -0.28 0.03 
GSE 10 2.93 0.72 -0.35 0.00 
Total 2.96 0.47 -0.06 0.73 
     
SWLS 1 2.88 0.77 -0.41 -0.06 
SWLS 2 2.97 0.72 -0.35 -0.04 
SWLS 3 3.12 0.75 -0.63 0.18 
SWLS 4 2.73 0.94 -0.18 -0.9 
SWLS 5 3.11 0.72 -0.63 0.48 
Total 2.96 0.6 -0.32 0.13 
 
GSE and SWLS analysis depending on physical activity 
 
Before comparing measures, normality was tested (Kolmogorov-Smirnov) for each 
scale and group. Results revealed that active respondents (n= 1.246), that is, 
those who used to take after-school physical activity, got better rates in the general 
self-efficacy scale than those who did not (n= 833), and the differences were 
statistically significant (t 2.077= -8.18, p< 0.001). Likewise, in the satisfaction with life 
scale, active respondents got better results than those who were not, and 
differences were statistically significant too (t 2.077= -5.07, p< 0.001) (see table 2). 
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Table 2. GSE and SWLS depending on physical activity.  
  Z M DT t-student 
 Active     
GSE No 1.16a 2.85 0.47 -.8.18*** 
 Yes 1.23a 3.02 0.46  
      
SWLS No 0.87a 2.88 0.6 -5.07*** 
 Yes 1.04a 3.02 0.6  
ap> 0.05; ***p< 0.001 
 
 
If active adolescents were classified depending on weekly physical activity, 833 
respondents did not do any sport activity, 757 of them did it up to 3 times a week 
[(GSE, M= 2.99; DT= 0.46) and (SWLS, M= 2.99; DT= 0.60)] and 489 of them did it 
at least 4 times a week [(GSE; M= 3.08; DT= 0.60) and (SWLS, M= 2.99; DT= 
0.60)]. There were significant differences in GSE (F[2,2.076]=39.41; p< 0.001) and 
SWLS among the three groups (F[2,2.076]=14.79; p< 0.001). Since there was 
variance homogeneity among both GSE (Levene, F[2,2.076]= 0.49; p> 0.05) and  
SWLS (Levene, F[2,2.076]= 0.14; p> 0.05) values, multiple comparisons were taken 
by means of Tukey's HSD test (see table 3). 
 
This test revealed significant differences in the GSE scale between the group that 
did not do any sport activity and the one that did (p< 0,001). Also, taking the active 
groups, there were differences between those with less weekly frequency and 
those with more, with a leaning on the latter (p< 0,01). In the SWLS, data indicated 
a significant increase in the rates of active respondents, although there were no 
significant differences between the group who was active up to 3 days a week and 
the one who was so no less than 4 days a week (p> 0,05).  
 
Table 3. Multiple comparisons. GSE and SWLS results  depending on frequency of physical 
activity. 
(I) AWF (J) AWF Mean Difference (I-J) 
  GSE SWLS 
3 SPW or less 4 SPW or more -0.09** -0.07 
No 0.13*** 0.11** 
4 SPW or more 3 SPW or more 0.09** 0.07 
No 0.23*** 0.18*** 
No 3 SPW or more -0.13*** -0.11** 
4 SPW or more -0.23*** -0.18*** 
**p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001 
AWF = Activity weekly frequency ; SPW= Sessions per week 
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Also, correlations between GSE and SWLS were tested which revealed significant 
results between both constructs, as much in the general sample (r 2.079= 0.41; p< 
0.01), as in active (r 1.246= 0.37; p< 0.001) and non-active participants       (r 833= 
0.43; p< 0.001). 
 
Analysis of physical activity social context and GSE 
 
Out of all the aspects that characterise physical activity, the social context the 
participant adolescents belong to was also analysed. Data revealed that there were 
no differences in GSE between those who used to do exercise on their own and 
those who did not (t 1.244= -0.45; p> 0.05), nor between those who did it with friends 
and those who did not (t 1.244= 0.03; p> 0.05) and neither between those who did it 
with family and those who did not (t 1.244= -0.11; p> 0.05). However, those who 
practised in a team got higher perceived efficacy (t 1.244= -4.05; p< 0.001) than 
those who did not do any team activity, and the difference was statistically 
significant (see table 4). 
 
Table 4. GSE  depending on social context of physical activity. 
Kind of activity  M DT t-student 
Alone No 3.02 0.46 -0.45 
 Yes 3.03 0.47  
     
With friends  No 3.02 0.5 0.03 
 Yes 3.02 0.45  
     
With family No 3.02 0.46 -0.11 
 Yes 3.03 0.48  
     
Team activity No 2.98 0.46 -4.05*** 
 Yes 3.09 0.46  
***p< 0.001 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
The findings of this piece of research work bring to light the positive correlation 
between practise of physical activity and some variables connected to subjective 
wellbeing. As a matter of fact, those adolescents who were physically active got 
higher scores than those who were not, in both questionnaires, General Self-
Efficay and Satisfaction with Life. These results match the findings of the literature 
of reference which motivated this research work and which links both these facts in 
the same way, in Spanish population as well as in other countries (Holloway et al., 
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1988; Kimiecik et al., 1996; Blasco, 1999; Rimal, 2001; Olaz, 2004; Ortega, 2005; 
Stubbe et al., 2007; Castillo and Molina-García, 2009).  
 
Concerning expectations of general efficacy, continuous physical activity is 
regarded as a source of successful happenings, which add to the acquisition of a 
wider range of competences and physical skills and all together bring higher self 
confidence (León, Medina y Munduate, 2008). That is, those who do physical 
activity more often have higher levels of self-efficacy, which matches assertions by 
Marcus, Eaton, Rossi and Harlow (1994), who expand on this fact by means of 
their piece of research. They argue that there are connections between a high rate 
of physical exercise and a higher feeling of self-efficacy, grounding their argument 
in the enhancement caused by the basic sources of information which feed such 
construct.  
 
In line with what Balaguer, Escartí and Villamarín (1995) point out, changes in a 
motor task enhance firstly physical self-efficacy, but the self-esteem and 
confidence that they generate can aid other kinds of tasks too. Even more so for 
adolescents, for whom physical condition has a considerable effect upon other 
areas of their reality. Also, better physical feelings lead to achieve a more positive 
mood and a reduction of anxiety levels in front of the difficulties raised by 
circumstances (O’Neil, 1989; Biddle, 1995; Ortega, 2005; Macone et al., 2006). All 
of it contributes to increase self-confidence in a wide range of tasks and reinforces 
the possibility to use general self-efficacy as a valid construct for this kind of 
situations.   
 
On the other hand, in addition to the psychological benefits, physical activity brings 
about cardiorespiratory, metabolic and motor improvements, among others of a 
physiological nature that must be taken into account.  (Bailey, 1994; Landers and 
Petruzzello, 1994; Nieman, 1999; Salmon, 2001; Capdevila, 2005). Besides, those 
teenagers who get involved in that kind of activities usually increase their number 
of personal relationships, which enlarge their network of social support, which in 
turn contributes to raise up their satisfaction with life (Palenzuela, Gutiérrez and 
Avero, 1998).  
 
In line with the conclusions of other pieces of research on different populations and 
age groups (Bandura, 1999; Rueda and Pérez-García, 2004; Navarro, Bueno, Buz 
and Mayoral, 2006; Avendaño and Barra, 2008; Khan and Husain, 2010), another 
issue included in this study is the positive relationship between personal self-
efficacy and satisfaction with life. The range of maladjustments from either 
cognitive, affective and emotional sources that take place at adolescence can be 
controlled thanks to a higher feeling of personal efficacy, which brings better 
adaptation to the circumstances all along (Bandura, 1986; Guillén, Castro and 
Guillén, 1997; Chang, 1998; Grey et al., 1998; Salvador, 2009). A better perceived 
self-efficacy results into a more positive assessment with regard to belonging and 
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performance, which leads to feel life in a more satisfactory way (Sousa and 
Lyubomirsky, 2001). 
 
The context where adolescents develop their physical activity has been studied 
and the conclusion is that those who do team activities achieve a higher degree of 
general self-efficacy. There is a connection between self-efficacy and the way the 
individual faces challenges and obstacles (Devellis and Devellis, 2000), hence, 
only those people who believe themselves more efficient dare tread into more 
hostile environments (Stock y Cervone, 1990). On the other hand, being immersed 
in an environment of this kind continuously generates interactions that give 
adolescents an endless source of information and improvement for their skills and 
abilities (Bandura, 1986). Besides, playing in these environments is more 
demanding, which provides greater workloads and improves physical condition,  
and that can increase perceived benefits of personal competences. 
 
This study brings to light the connection between physical activity and perceived 
self-efficacy and satisfaction with life. Not disregarding the limitations of a cross-
sectional study, the data point out the links between active lifestyles and 
psychological well-being. Besides, the characteristics of physical activity are 
components that determine a greater or lesser perceived personal efficacy, so that 
it would be interesting to deeply study those nuances in order to get a better 
knowledge of that phenomenon. Therefore, we think it necessary to state that 
physical activity must be an essential ingredient to reach higher well-being rates, 
and this matches other authors' assertions (Jones et al., 1998; Crews, Louchbaum 
and Landers, 2004), with an emphasis on such a crucial stage for people's life and  
development as it is adolescence. 
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